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DAWN: SOUTH OF FRANCE
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Monsieur William startled me terribly when he bolted upright from a sound sleep. I softly danced back to the door, ready to flee the room. That wild, tousled head, hooded by the white bed sheet, turned slowly to the cool ocean draft whispering through the open window. Then he stiffened like a ghost surprised by the sudden break of dawn, remaining frozen in that almost comical regard for a few moments before tearing the covers away in a rare fury. He refused to acknowledge my presence at all until done grasping at the fleeing shadows of a recent dream. White waves furrowed his patrician brow down to the hard shoreline of his clenched jaw. Watery eyes squeezed together fiercely as if to force open the inner gates of vision by sheer will. All in all, I beheld the classic agitation of the writer determined to regain an important train of thought- come what may.

I was his private nurse, his solitary companion that particular spring morning in his hillside residence overlooking the clear azure oceanfront. A heady sea breeze flagged the white curtains into the room while wafting small white petals from somewhere outside passed the window rail onto the mounded sheets. I went to close the window against further invasions and caught a glance of that newly blossomed tree, the billowy clouds beyond and the curling lines of the slow combers frosting the blue seas far below the cape. The orderly descending lines of terraced white houses with orange clay roof tiles kept me from becoming too giddy with vertigo, a weakness of mine that had slowly driven me from my beloved homeland in the high Pyrenees to the Côte D'Azur, to Menton, to the sea.

My job, simply put, was to care for my unconventional employer in any way he might deem necessary and be on watch to render more vital services in spite of his protests and grumbling. In Monsieur William’s case, his complaints were usually few, though profoundly passionate departures from his customary courteous, kindly manners. Like any of my previous elderly employers, his daily routines were punctuated by personal eccentricities and severe pain from spinal arthritis. I allowed for these with a show of grace and discretion that retreated not one inch from vigilance over his personal welfare. Old age can be a dreary haunt. The daunting fact that this Irish gentleman was one of the great poets of the age and prone to ideas of unique depth and force rarely entered into our relationship. To me he appeared simply a gentle, generous man guarding deep feelings and sorrows, often critical and dissatisfied with himself and his life's accomplishments. More often he was ablaze with new creations. Pen and ink were today beside his bed.

He fussed over his appearance and the engagement with the fine things of life. A casual observer might judge him at times to be a cultured dilettante. You could almost feel the greater things boiling up inside him though. Then he would take pen in hand or stalk the wild Muse on a meditative walk. On those occasions someone like myself could only stand aside and fret from afar until the fever wore off—or produced a new flower on the tree of his renowned opus. His wife and former mistress were often there to care and assist. Monsieur was not one to merely pick at the past or bask in the memories of his brilliant career. Constantly rewriting, ever exploring and creating, he knew death could in a final heartbeat shut the cover and leave his book unfinished, just short of some long sought, elusive revelation. Then might the book merely gather dust surrounded by the graveyard loam of worm ridden critical studies and speculative iconography. Would the fire only leave ashes?

His aims unrealized, he might lament, like the current dark cycle of history, or the partitioned Republic of Ireland, or his works, or his life. A great and mighty achievement, not quite a something, indescribably more than a vision, beckoned within the flame of a short poem. A fulfillment. Wonders just beyond a locked and obscuring door. A physical incarnation of deep magic. A spell.

When he turned to me with another quick motion I stepped back again, which made him chuckle sheepishly then grimace with pain. Then his eyes glazed over as he gazed back into that lately left world of the dreaming mind. I knew that look typically meant some invasive spirit had engaged him the night before and the day demanded he busy himself with writing the record.

“I can write it into the real,” he said at last, his husky voice clipped with determination.

“That is, the right words can. The art. Both words and the vision it hopes to wed change by the moment. It is already fixed in spirit here,” he tapped his bony chest. “A dream, Madame. No, more than a shifty, drunken bundle of mixed memories, garbled images- yet this time a vision. There is truth in it, a soul-tearing beauty much more than myself....of children in another world more wonderful than this. There I drifted about, both director and actor on the stage and my blunders nearly ruined everything. I must not let crafty daytime word-mongering falsely reshape it into a lifeless memorial of ink on paper. Yet, it must be recorded somehow or the joy of what I saw in sleep will fade away forever.

My wife is a true visionary, as you know. She need not be asleep to summon the voices and dreams. With closed eyes in the throes of trance her hands hurl the words sprawling across the paper like wind wrecked waves against my rock-headed shore. I merely serve as her interpreter of the wild wisdom, penning out the patterns, applying order to the chaos as an interpreter to the dream blind world. Why shouldn’t I join the laughing critics who marvel most wisely at those mad writings, those fantastic philosophies daring to frame grandiose mysteries?”

His short laugh was ripe with bitter scorn.

“The verses scurrying through my head are the chatterings of quarrelsome squirrels, childish rhythms for a mad fairy tale better told to drowsy- and ever tolerant- children at a fireside gathering. Am I confusing you? Put it down to the addled fancy of an old codger, if you wish. These aching old hands need your help for a quick transcription.”

I protested my knowledge of English was too inferior, especially for the exact and artful demands of his craft. He brushed my resistance aside.

“Dream enthusiasm is such an embarrassing thing in the sober light of day. I am glad you are not a native speaker or close acquaintance to blush at these ravings. I’ll assist you with the spelling. We must act quickly before it grows too cold. When the heart cools, much of any fantasy rattles on into dreary nonsense. Sometimes I wonder how the most ingenious verse can ever convey the all-consuming mood it recalls to the dream drunk writer...so many people seem to readily embrace it to their own hearts, though, so perhaps....”

His hands, trembling with age and excitement, groped for his spectacles then stopped.

“No, I don’t want to focus on this dull world at all yet. Spare the tea and breakfast too until we are done. Quickly! Set up the paper and writing instruments. If not, I shall pour out my life’s blood in letters on the bed linens.”

He frightened me terribly, but I soon prepared. I started writing before he even pronounced the opening words of the story, recording the above

“Look out that window. You can hear the ocean of the past clamoring like old war-horses in a steady charge, wave upon white salty wave against my high, ignorant castle. Here I am, on this slope of gardens twisting to the sky, never to be any closer to tipping the blue vault with my fingers for a peak at other world all beauty falls from. There, see how the colors and the wind and the silent motion of the earth are conjoined with the ordered turbulence of the sea. Only at the very horizon of their meeting can we see that perfection is only the narrow path to a new dispersion. Tosh! I am rambling like an old pub rambler. A dream is as true a story as any unreliable memory in the retelling. Oh, these innocent doggerels tearing around in my brain like young dolphins thrashing in a stagnant pond cut off from the wide ocean! Free them. Let them out. Write in French if you must. Hurry, time is tearing them away from me.”

I insisted he keep a pitcher of water at hand.

“Oui merci, Madame. I’ll be in need of that. Water is a symbol of....no.... Well, what else would appear in a dream with the sound and smells of the salt sea musically soothing the sleeper? Oh, why am I cursed to awaken to this sickroom to weave gold out of old straw? If only we could turn just one dreamed glory around a corner of this world and let it glow in the natural sun! The sun would catch a kinder light back again on all its sorrows.

Well, let me see now. The plot can be set in the stages of a single journey. A questing. The first poem that murmured from the melting shadows of last dusk opened up the whole vision. How should I title it...

'Limbo' or 'Purgatory'?

A chance was missed

An infant died

A love was lost

They failed who tried.

There is a place

Where justice grows.

There joy grows old.

A river flows.

Beside a tree

Two hands meet

And too soon part

As time runs fleet.”

So, a simple French nursemaid and housekeeper, not of his family or nation, with imperfect understanding of poetry even in my own tongue, here presents his feverish ranting with too few corrections of his errors or mine. They are here translated anew into English by my cousin, who I am afraid made still other changes to the words I heard and the dreams the poet saw.

Monsieur William never spoke of these papers again in his brief latter days, whether he was forgetful, embarrassed, or fearful of breaking the special charm they held that morning. Perhaps he believed they had some enchanted life of their own, not to be threatened by further editorial tinkering. He had dabbled in many strange and forbidden beliefs. We all know the many failings for which a great poet may be forgiven. As for me, I truly believe that long ago dream was as real as any touch of love made alive by a story, first within sharing hearts and born from there into the harsher world.
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